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Joe Formichella

Fishtraps
From Scarpete's Cat, a Novel
Welcome to the Waffle House, the Phils call, as they do to anyone who
enters the establishment.
At every other Waffle House in the entire country, some 1,400 other
franchises, the staff is required to greet customers, calling out, Hello, as
they’re flipping sausage patties, or filling coffee cups, wiping down tables,
whatever. There have been dismissals over the failure to do so, it’s taken so
seriously. That seriousness bleeds a little bit of the sincerity out of the practice,
that at some Waffle Houses, the greeting feels more like, What are you
doing here?
But not the Waffle House in Penelope, Alabama. There you’re greeted,
Welcome to the Waffle House!, genuinely, and not by the
Not too many folks react to their customized greeting anymore. They did
at first. They stopped, if only briefly, to look over and nod, say, Thanks, before
continuing on with their routine, whatever it was.
You’re welcome, the Phils always, always answered. That’s part of the
theory. Not enough people say you’re welcome anymore, they decided some
time ago. They would know. They were constant recipients of gifts large and
small, As are all of us, really, they would argue, and so were constantly
expressing their gratitude.
But not many people acknowledge that gratitude anymore.
Not enough people welcome it.
So they are certain to acknowledge any appreciation directed their way.
The Phils aren’t appreciated much, though they try as best they can, try to
make whatever difference they can in the lives they encounter.
Welcome to the Waffle House, they always say, and have started to add,
Welcome home!
Now that gives folks pause. A Waffle House, any Waffle House, is probably
the last place someone would want to call home. And they clearly didn’t look
like owners of the establishment. They didn’t look like owners of anything,
except the bundled articles stuffed into the plastic grocery bags stashed under
the seats of their booth. So at regular intervals some customer, having heard
the greeting a few times during his brief visit, will ask one of the workers
behind the counter, over the cash register, say, This really their home?
The only answer anyone gives anymore is, The Phils? They’re here every time
I’m here.
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Thanks for coming by, the Phils usually call to that person on his way out,
as if he really had made some kind of house call, which the Phils would argue
he had.
But that’s another story.
Yes, yes....
Thanks for coming by, they say,
their visitor feels appreciated, and then
they wait in vain for an acknowledgment.
The Phils are four older gentlemen who sit in the booth in the northwest
corner of the Penelope-Alabama Waffle House, always. They are very rarely
absent from that booth, which they call home. No one knows where they go
or what they do when they’re not in the booth, except around Halloween.
They pretty clearly don’t have jobs or families. They keep themselves mostly
clean, even if their clothes are ragged and ill-fitting. They don’t cause any
trouble, don’t bother anyone really, except to welcome them, which is a nice
thing, to be welcomed at fast-food establishment.
They don’t take credit for the practice though.
Wish we could, one of the Phils always says.
But it wasn’t us.
Nope, that was all Big Bob’s.
Big Bob from Boise.
That’s the story they like to tell the most. The Big Bob From Boise story:
a retired lifetime employee for Hewlett-Packard, who just couldn’t help being
successful in life. He’d been one of the earliest employees for the Boise
Consumer Management office when HP started branching out from their
origins in California in the early 60s. He’d been with them for almost twenty
years when the company started to hit the jackpot in the personal computer
and printer business, and Big Bob just hung on for another fifteen years.
And they almost always prefaced the story by telling their listener, You
would have really liked Big Bob.
Bob wasn’t an engineer or programmer. Originally, he was a mimeograph
technician. A reproducer, at best, he always said.
You boys remember mimeographs? I used to fix the dang drums. Then
one day, bam, company goes public, I’m a stockholder with dividends I don’t
know what to do with and sweet-as-apple-pie parachute. Can you beat that?
He always made it sound like it could have happened to anyone, that any one
of them could have been just as unqualified for success and yet benefited as
much as he had. He made it sound like success could still find them, at any
time, could still just fall into their laps as it had his thirty some years ago.
They liked him for that.
They first met Big Bob when he pulled his RV into the parking lot of the
Waffle House early one Sunday morning and got stuck trying to turn around.
It wasn’t just any Sunday though. It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving,
maybe the second or third busiest travel day of the entire year. It was a jubilee
kind of day.
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A jubilee kind of day? Bob had challenged them the first time he’d heard
the story told. What the hell is that?
It’s an anniversary, Bob, for goodness sakes. And stop swearing,
Constance, his wife, had said, so that they might continue. She already knew
the story, of course. But there was particular part she was anticipating.
Hell, Connie, know that. I remember the big bash HP had for
their 50th.
And then he hinted that he had something special planned for their
50th wedding anniversary, which was coming up in few years.
She would not be mollified so easily: Stop swearing.
I’m sorry. But what’s a jubilee kind of day? And what’s a Jubilee Parkway?
A fifty-year-old road?
U.S. 98, south of 1-10, in Penelope, Alabama, is also called the Jubilee
Parkway. The Waffle House is about half mile south of I-1 and sits up on a
hill east of the roadway and actually has a pretty nice view of Mobile Bay to
the west. The road wasn’t named to commemorate any kind of anniversary.
Penelope hadn’t been incorporated for fifty years yet, in fact. It was a young
town, due to celebrate its jubilee anniversary about the same time as Bob and
Constance. Just a former village along the eastern shore of the bay, Penelope
grew into a city as a collection of fast-food restaurants and gas stations and
cheap hotels clustered along the Jubilee Parkway to capture business traveling
both east and west along the newly built interstate, which also provided easier
access south toward Fairhope, Alabama, and the Gulf of Mexico beaches.
The city planners, who didn’t give too much consideration to the
aesthetics of such cluster, or the nightmarish traffic it created, were already
busy planning the city’s 50th anniversary. Their plans included getting as
much mileage as they could out of the dual meaning the milestone would
hold for their Jubilee City. Jubilee’s Jubilee,” they were billing it, already
wearing lapel pins with 502 on them, and devising contests based on the
number. The local newspaper, in a display of forethought never otherwise
exhibited in the city, started their daily 2,500 reasons to live in Penelope
almost seven years before the event! And schools were going to sponsor
student essays on what they loved about Penelope, in 2,50 words or less.
In two places in the entire world, jubilee has a different meaning: Mobile
Bay and Tokyo Bay. In only those places, a jubilee is a marine phenomenon
where fish and seafood will beach themselves if conditions are just right.
Exactly what combination of conditions required is something of a mystery,
even for locals, even after a lifetime of studying the event. That is why it has
become social event as much as an ecological one. There are certain
seasoned veterans who have a pretty good track record of predicting jubilees.
Part science, part instinct, not unlike picking horses, pretty good is being right
50, 60 percent of the time. What spawns the beaching is pretty clear: the
are seeking oxygen. Exactly what causes the migration of oxygen toward the
shoreline is a curious mix of salinity, tide, wind speed and direction, as well as
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other not-so-measurable factors, they say. Adding to the mystery, of course, is
the fact that jubilees usually only happen at night, and most of them will only
last for an hour or
All those who are as inept at reading race forms as they are tasting the bay
water or wetting a thumb to gauge wind direction, hope to get on a telephone
list of the proven handicappers. And, on those evenings when the possibility of
a jubilee whispers through town, these sleep very lightly and partially dressed,
that if the call does come, they are ready to spring out of bed, gather their
gear, and head for the beach,
that they might gather up all the flounder
and shrimp and crabs that they can carry away with them. Of course, in
Tokyo Bay, everyone along Mobile Bay’s eastern shore would be quick to
add, you can’t eat the fish, because of the heavy metal pollutants, for one.
Not in Penelope. In Penelope, you can take your catch home and have a
crabmeat omelet that morning, a shrimp po-boy for lunch, and stuffed
flounder that evening.
Now that’s eating, Big Bob always said. Bob loved to eat, and he loved the
American idealism of man trying to outwit nature. It was a story he loved
telling back home in Boise.
By his second or third year of passing through Penelope, he’d managed to
get himself on one of the call lists, providing even his Boise number, just so he
could know there was a jubilee happening, so he could run through his
neighborhood more than thousand miles away, in his flannel nightshirt,
hollering, Jubilee! Jubilee!
He’d also managed to get himself one of the coveted 502 lapel pins,
designed to elicit the necessary questions so he’d have yet another chance to
tell the whole story.
It was a jubilee Sunday morning that first time Bob and Constance pulled
their Super Coach up the inclined driveway of the Waffle House along U.S.
98, not because there had been a jubilee that morning (although, in point of
fact, there had been one only three weeks prior). It was a jubilee Sunday
morning because of all the travelers hitting the road, for long drives home or
to the airport, after the four- or five-day weekend most of them had spent
around Thanksgiving. It was a getaway morning, and on getaway days, no one
likes to cook for themselves. There’s usually no time allotted for preparing and
eating a meal at any kind of leisure, much less clean up afterwards. So, if you
were going to eat in a hurry anyway, why not fast food? Any of the franchises
along Penelope’s Jubilee Parkway were designed for quick and painless meals,
at any time of the day. On getaway days especially, motorists flocked to the
McDonald’s or the Hardee’s or the IHOP or the Waffle House like
chasing oxygen onto the beaches of Mobile and Tokyo bays.
Of course, in Tokyo, or
the refrain goes, you can’t eat the fish, which is
why the safest bet in town, for the jubilee diviners, the precious people on
their phone lists, and all the other residents who have never shared in the
bounty, is that jubilee is the Penelope Register’s number-one reason for living
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in the Jubilee City.
Big Bob and Constance weren’t looking for fish or waffles that morning,
though. They were looking for historic Marlow, Alabama. Bob pulled the
Super Coach all the way into the parking area north of the building and then
proceeded to try and turn the thing around with three-point turn like it was
a nimble family station wagon. It wasn’t, of course, and Bob got himself stuck
between the porch of the Waffle House and the bluff that sloped down into
the McDonald’s drive through the lane below. He put the Super Coach into
park and climbed out with his AAA Triptik unfolding before him like family
photos from a wallet. He stood there peering into the darkness south, then
west, then back at the interstate, rejecting the Triptik and relying on his senses
in hopes of finding his way before entering the Waffle House to ask for
directions, to Constance’s astonishment. She’d been suggesting he stop for
directions, or stop for some rest so that they might continue their trip in the
daylight, for hours.
Marlow’s supposed to be right near here, Bob kept saying, driving back
and forth across the bay before stopping in Penelope.
The Phils were the only ones inside the Waffle House, besides the cook,
even on the Sunday morning after Thanksgiving. It was only two in the
morning. The getaway travelers weren’t expected for at least another couple of
hours. At two in the morning on any day of the year, even Mother’s Day (the
number-one busiest day for the Waffle House, but only the 2,000th reason to
live in Penelope: the city workers install folksy-looking placards depicting
storks carrying babies wrapped in swaddling cloth, the signs proclaiming
Happy Mother’s Day at the head of the medians at most intersections along
Jubilee Parkway), the only other people likely to be found in the Waffle House
were the policeman or EMTs or volunteer firemen. The four gentlemen seated
at the booth in the northeast corner of the restaurant, with the best view of
the driveway, Jubilee Parkway, and the bay, the booth nearest the pay phone
on the other side of the window, the phone they used as their contact number
in the case of a jubilee or some other opportunity, were there almost any
morning. They were stationed at their booth when Bob finally relented to
Constance’s suggestions and pulled up into the parking lot and got himself
stuck, in display of agitation he would attribute to the number of hours he’d
been driving and the number of times Constance had asked him, Why do you
have to be so stubborn?
He blames me! Constance says at this part of the story, every time.
Oh, Connie, Bob answers, wagging his head like the old family Labrador
that’s been caught leaking on the carpet.
Can anyone tell me how to get to historic Marlow? he asked when he
got inside.
Everyone inside had been watching Bob inch the Super Coach forward
and backward in his attempts to turn the thing around.
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You can’t leave that thing there, Chester the cook told him.
I won’t, won’t, Bob promised, if you could just help me.
Look pretty stuck, Phil said.
Real stuck, another Phil added.
I got a big crowd coming in today, Chester said, nervously pacing behind
the counter.
Bob turned to look out the window at the Super Coach, blocking not only
75% of the parking lot but one of the entrance doors, as well. He kind of
collapsed onto a stool at the counter.
You can’t leave that thing there, Chester told him again.
If you had backed all the way out here, Phil motioned, to the sliver of
asphalt along the front of the building,
might have been able to get
turned around.
As is, another Phil told him, standing and moving to the spot where the
Super Coach sat a few feet from the window, You’re stuck.
About that time everyone migrated first toward the blocked entryway to
comment on how this would discourage business this morning, and then out
the unobstructed door so they might collectively think of solution.
First they had Bob get back behind the wheel and see if they couldn’t gain
a little more maneuverability with the help of all four Phils serving as spotters
at the front and rear, left and right axes of the Super Coach. It had been so
long since any of the Phils had driven, though, that they probably only got
Bob more stuck than he was, if that’s possible.
You can’t leave that thing there, Chester said.
They decided to call for professional help.
Tony’ll know how to get you out, Phil promised Constance, who had
broken down and sat crying in the passenger seat of the Super Coach.
Tony’s Towing, though, was having something of a jubilee morning itself,
as Tony would have told them, had they been able to reach him. Think about
it, he would have said. All those people getting in their cars for their trip
home, after driving cross country and pretty much living in them for four or
five days, hell, some of them got to break down. If only ten percent of em do,
he would explain, being a pretty fair handicapper himself, having been to his
share of jubilees, I’m going to have one busy winch. All Phil could do was
leave a message on Tony’s answering service, try the beeper number, and hope
for the best.
But it got worse before Tony returned any of their calls. When the daytime
staff of the Waffle House showed up about four, all six of them, 50% more
than would be there on any other Sunday morning, except Mother’s Day, they
were forced to take most of the unblocked parking spaces instead of parking
back behind the building next to the dumpster, at management’s insistence.
When the first carload of getaway diners showed up not too much later, pretty
pleased with themselves for having gotten up and loaded and on-the-way

► 46

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol9/iss1/20

6
..

Formichella: Fishtraps
Yalobusha Review

so timely, they took one look at the situation at the top of the
driveway to the Waffle House, turned around, and went next door for
Egg McMuffins instead.
It was probably not entirely sensitive of Phil to drag Bob over to their
booth to watch how deftly they would have been able to turn around if
utilizing the buffer at the front of the building they’d mentioned earlier.
But Bob wasn’t offended. Well, hell, he said. What was I thinking.
Stop swearing, Bob.
I’m sorry, he turned around and confessed to the Waffle House staff for
about the 2,500th time. I’m such a big dummy.
Bob could be exceedingly self-deprecating, something that never failed to
endear Constance to him, not even after almost 50 years together. His now
leisurely lifestyle in his early sixties was built on mechanical skills learned in a
high school shop class, a
Bob had had to take because he couldn’t begin
to master the science or the mathematics that had accounted for Mr. Hewlett
and Mr. Packard’s astounding success. Mimeograph drums, he would say,
which for him, meant the same thing as lottery ticket, a thousand-to-one
shot, jubilee.
Other drivers, not as savvy as that first one perhaps, or more likely victims
of the same sort of stubborn agitation that had started the whole trouble in
the first place, what with all the hassles of trying to get vacationers up and out
early in the morning, trying to load the car with all the dirty laundry that took
up so much more space, not to mention all the leftover food that had been
packaged up and foisted upon them, insisted on trying to make the situation
at the Waffle House work. The Phils had the best view of each successive
arrival, where the drivers seemed to be saying to their significant others in the
passengers’ seats, You wanted waffles, we’re going to the Waffle House! They
parked on the buffer zone, even though Phil sat shaking his head knowing
what a complete logjam that would create. Then they parked along the
driveway itself, all the way down to the shoulder of the Jubilee Parkway. That
was when the Penelope Police finally showed up, lights flashing, siren tooting,
to not much avail.
One officer stationed himself at the bottom of the driveway, waving people
away from the scene. Drivers slowly cruised
rubbernecking, trying their
best to figure out what the commotion was. Most of them, seeing only the
traffic jam along the driveway of the Waffle House, assumed that there must
be some kind of unbelievable promotion going on, and were either curious
enough or driven by the possibility of free food, that they parked wherever
they could find open space within a quarter mile radius of the Waffle House
and walked back to the restaurant to find out what they were missing. It was
the same kind of thing that happened after most substantial jubilees. Word
would pass through town that there had been a bonanza jubilee the night
before and people would flock to the beach, looking for any evidence—the
dead eels that would also beach themselves—just so they could testify, yes,
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they’d been to a jubilee.
The second officer walked up the driveway and past the gathering crowd.
It didn’t take him long to figure out the problem, asking Bob, once he’d
identified the owner of the Super Coach, Got stuck, huh?
Yes sir, Bob confessed, wagging his head. There was absolutely no limit to
how apologetic he could be. It didn’t matter how many times people asked if
he was stuck or told him he couldn’t park there, Bob confessed his failure,
admitted his stupidity, and offered his apologies again and again and again.
The Phils, among others, were as endeared to Bob as Constance by the
end of the ordeal.
Anybody called Tony? the policeman asked next.
Tried to, Phil answered, but we haven’t been able to reach him.
Dispatch, dispatch, this is number four, come in please, he said into
his radio.
Go ahead four.
Get a-hold of Tony and tell him we’ve got situation down here at the
Waffle House and he needs to bring his big rig with a sled just as soon as he
can get here, over.
Copy.
Up until that point it had been a pretty festive, if chaotic, affair. Most of
the diners that had arrived on foot elected to stay and eat, since they’d already
made the trip, so the management was not unhappy. They had run out of
tables, though, and turnover would be very, very slow, what with tired walkers
or the earliest arrivals hopelessly blocked. Bob was trying to help, buying
coffee and taking it out to the patrons lining up outside and now clogging the
one functional entrance. It was at that point that the police made the
unpopular announcement that the establishment would have to close, the
driveway clear, so that Tony could work his magic and restore something
like order.
It would
well into the afternoon before that happened. Tony was as
shrewd as Hewlett and Packard were brilliant. He knew that by the time
anyone ever called him into a situation it wasn’t likely to change before he got
there. It’s like telephoning catfish, he might say, which is something not
entirely unlike a jubilee, but it completely illegal. Tony has learned how to
operate in that gray area between honest and dishonest and has managed to
both maintain his favorable relationship with the Penelope Police and still not
abandon all of the other calls he gets. He just took the calls that were on his
way to the Waffle House,
that he could honestly say, each time dispatch
checked on his progress, I’m on my way.
It took quite while to clear the parking lot. It was like unraveling a very
complicated puzzle. If any one car couldn’t be removed, none of them could.
And, if the occupants of the minivan down at the bottom of the driveway
happened to include a hyperactive toddler, whose eating efficiency would rate
near zero, there wasn’t much the Penelope Police could do about it.
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Now what are we waiting for, Dave? Agnes, the assistant manager asked
the policeman, watching her jubilee morning tick inexorably away.
Dave, sitting comfortably at the counter, enjoying his free coffee and toast,
thanks to Bob, just waved back toward the minivan’s booth. Jimmy’s under
the table again, Agnes. And he hasn’t finished his milk yet. What do you want
me to do, arrest him for piddling?
Do something! she pleaded.
Let me try, Bob volunteered. Jimmy, do you like straws? Bob would end
up on all fours, under the table with the child, imitating a walrus. And he
would have to sit opposite Jimmy with the straws up his nose, snorting and
growling so Jimmy would sit and finish his meal.
Those remaining inside gave Bob a round of applause for the performance
as the minivan family was leaving, but he waved them off, as if to say, Any one
of you would have done the same thing.
There were other complications, between the dead batteries in
with
their doors left ajar by eager diners and those that didn’t have the necessary
traction at their off-road parking location. Bob did everything he could to help.
He lent hand pushing and offered up his own set of jumper cables. And he
bought everyone’s food. From the people waiting patiently outside to those
stranded inside, Bob greeted them all, Welcome to the Waffle House, he’d say.
Breakfast is on me today! That added to Dave’s difficulty clearing the place,
but no one complained too much, not even Agnes. It was the first time most
anyone could remember seeing the Phils actually eat in the Waffle House.
Bob stayed long after Tony had dragged the Super Coach back around and
pointed it toward the Jubilee Parkway, and then got a bite to eat himself. He
stayed until he was sure he’d made all the reparations he could to Agnes and
the rest of the establishment. It was the middle of the afternoon, and all the
getaway travelers were either already on the road, or they would be looking
for something other than waffles to eat, so no one urged Bob or his Super
Coach on their way. He even offered to clean some dishes, but Agnes told
him, no, he’d done enough, really.
He didn’t ask anyone how to get to historic Marlow. He didn’t want to be
any more of a burden, he told Constance, infuriating her all over again, once
back in the Super Coach, trying to drive and decode the Triptik all at the
same time.
Burden? she seethed.
But they found it. Right where it’s supposed to be, Bob assured her. And
they liked the spot so much they made regular pilgrimages back to the area,
always stopping by to see their friends at the Waffle House.
And, despite everything they experienced on their first trip to the Jubilee
City, Bob still managed, from time to time, to get himself stuck turning the
Super Coach around in the Waffle House’s restricted parking area. Most years
it would be different overnight cook that would come from around the
counter to tell Bob, You can’t leave that thing there. Had it been the same
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cook year after year, Bob would have been forbidden from the establishment
much earlier. People were more forgiving in the middle of the night, or maybe
it was just the calming, organized handling of the crises the Phils displayed
that forestalled Bob’s banishment. They knew exactly what to do,
of course.
Call dispatch, they would inform Walter or Brian or Maria or whoever
the cook happened to be. Have them locate Tony and be sure that he
brings his sled.
After a while everyone involved, the Phils, Tony, Penelope PD, referred to
the drill as Big Bob’s return. All they had to say in those pre-dawn phone calls
was, Big Bob’s back, and everyone would know exactly what to do, a lot like a
jubilee. Before it was all over, it came to resemble a jubilee more and more,
with a growing list of the curious and the luminous wishing to be notified
when Bob made his annual southern migration. Even on years when he didn’t
get stuck, the Phils would still make the phone call to dispatch and inform
them, Big Bob’s back. But we don’t need the sled this time.
It had to end some time, of course. That happened on an early Friday
evening when someone other than Bob got himself stuck trying to turn
around in the Waffle House’s parking lot. Big Bob was involved, though.
Bob’s other retirement hobby, besides traveling around the country with
Constance in their Super Coach, was short wave radio. He found he could
keep up with Penelope PD, dispatch, and countless other acquaintances they’d
accumulated on their travels, late at night, while Constance slept back in their
house in Boise. Bob had an office he’d created out of some space beneath one
of the gables of the high slanted roof where he would sit and gaze out at the
stars and test the airways, This is 9-HPB-64, anybody on tonight? Over.
He’d chanced to strike up a relationship with a trucker that drove the
southeastern routes, Atlanta to Miami to Jacksonville to Houston to
Memphis, etc. Crawdaddy, he called himself. Crawdaddy drove as many hours
a day as he could get away with, seven days a week. He slept in his truck. He
took care of his hygiene and ate all his meals at truck stops.
What about family? Bob asked him.
Who needs family? Crawdaddy shot back.
Everyone needs someone, Bob tried.
All I need’s a ticket, Crawdaddy told him, meaning an invoice for a load of
something that had to be trucked somewhere else.
Most of their conversations went that way. Crawdaddy was as recalcitrant as
they come, and Bob never pushed, which is probably the only reason
Crawdaddy answered Bob’s calls.
Bob caught him at a vulnerable moment once, though. Crawdaddy never
told him exactly what was bothering him that evening, but Bob knew
something wasn’t right. CD, as he called him, wasn’t his usual cocksure, selfreliant braggart. He was complaining, almost whining, about the food he ate,
his health, the boredom of endless hours on the road, how every other driver
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on the road hated truckers because of their size, or their bulk, their splash,
everything. Makes a guy lonely, you know?
Bob had always told him to stop by if he ever found himself in Boise. But
CD had always answered, Not much chance a-that, so Bob didn’t repeat the
offer that night, when CD really seemed to need something, or someone.
Bob figured it had to be a birthday or anniversary or some other reminder of
the life he’d left behind that was affecting his mood, so Bob simply offered,
CD, if you ever need anyone and you’re anywhere near Mobile Bay, stop on
the eastern shore, at Penelope.
south on 98 to the Waffle House. Tell
them you’re friend of Big Bob from Boise and ask for Phil. They’ll take
care of you.
So he did. He drove up the hill and tried to get an angle back amongst the
employee’s
so he could turn the rig around and leave it idling, and in his
distraught frame of mind, got himself stuck. CD tried for the better part of an
hour to disentangle himself, knowing he’d gotten out of spaces a lot tighter
than the Waffle House, but his confidence was shot that particular evening for
reasons he never divulged, and all he managed to accomplish was wedging
himself against the entrance, actually damaging the door before it was all over.
there a Phil here? CD asked when he finally gave up and came inside.
Right here, they all said, raising their hands.
Agnes was working her customary evening shift. She started to say, You
can’t leave that thing there, but CD looked so stricken that she guided him to
a seat, poured him a cup of coffee, and asked if he’d like to see menu. Then
she went ahead and made the call to dispatch.
Out of habit, she signaled a Big Bob drill, even before CD had mentioned
their connection. Getting a Big Bob call at dusk on summer’s Friday evening
caught everyone off guard and ill-prepared. The dispatcher on duty didn’t
know to alert Tony about the sled,
he didn’t go back to the yard and
switch to the industrial rig. He, like everyone else listening in, assumed it was
a social call, and took his time responding. Dave, and all the other off-duty
municipal workers who’d grown fond of Bob and Constance, made their
leisurely ways to the Waffle House, unaccustomed to a Friday evening
appearance. When they all got there and saw that it was a real live situation,
well, they didn’t know what to do except ask if anyone’d called Tony.
He’s on his way, they all took turns answering.
By the time Tony arrived, it was a real mess, between the municipal
vehicles clogging the driveway and CD’s jack-knifed rig blocking the few
diners who’d been inside when he showed up.
CD was beside himself, embarrassed for getting stuck—something truckers
take great pride in avoiding—as well as depressed.
The Phils kept his spirits up as best they could. This happens all the
time, honest.
Tony did the best he could with what he had but only blew out the
transmission on his winch trying to drag the tractor around. They ended up
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having to call in a rig from the trucking company in Mobile to pull CD free,
embarrassing everyone. Occupants of the Jubilee City prided themselves on
not needing anything in Mobile, now that the new multiplex movie theater
had opened. (It’s an old dispute between the communities that has to do with
taxes and school systems, “bedroom communities,” the usual slurs. The issue
appeared early on the Penelope Register’s list of reasons to live in Penelope, at
number 2,140: not needing anything from Mobile.)
One of the municipal workers who showed up that evening was Cecil
Hornsby, the city’s building inspector. He took a close look at the entrance to
the Waffle House once CD’s truck was turned around and informed Agnes
that she’d have to close down for business until it was fixed.
This thing could pop right off its hinges and crush somebody, he told her.
So the Waffle House was closed for the weekend. And when it reopened
late Monday afternoon, there was a new sign planted at the top of the drive
that read, NO TRUCKS: FISHTRAPS. Agnes had had enough.
The Phils were there for the reopening. They were the first to ask, What’s
a fishtrap, Agnes?
You know, she answered, spreading her arms out and trying to pirouette in
the restricted space between the hot griddle and the soda fountain. Fishtraps.
They didn’t recognize ballet terminology.
Most everyone figured it had to have something to do with jubilee, but no
one could quite make the connection, and all Agnes ever offered by way of
explanation was the same brief recital in her Waffle House uniform and white
safety shoes. Well, someone needs to notify Bob, was the best response they
could come up with.
Other than that, business went on pretty much as usual. The Phils
occupied their customary space at the booth in the front corner and welcomed
everyone else to the Waffle House. Welcome to the Waffle House, they’d call
in Bob’s absence. Bob eventually got word of the restriction and took to
towing a used Le Baron convertible he’d purchased so he could still visit the
Waffle House on their sojourns southward. Everyone seemed to heed the sign
even without understanding what it meant, literally, so there was never
another jack-knifed rig blocking the parking lot of the Waffle House in
Penelope, Alabama.
The parking lot was almost always near capacity, though. All of the
municipal workers and local dignitaries, who had taken to gathering there
whenever there was a Big Bob, still congregated at the restaurant at regular
intervals. It became the unofficial, off-duty headquarters for Penelope’s law
and order. And then it showed up on the Register’s list at number 1,036
(the building’s address: the editors were so pleased with themselves), Our
Waffle House.
That sent business through the roof. It’s probably the only Waffle House
in the country that you have to call for reservations on busy, jubilee kind of
days, like Mother’s Day, or the Sunday after Thanksgiving.
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Surprisingly, not everyone knew it was the unofficial off-duty headquarters
for Penelope’s law and order.
Chawser didn’t, for one.
He found out in a hurry though.
Found out in a big hurry, Phil said.
What’s a big hurry? another Phil asked.
They questioned most everything now, since Agnes’ sign went up.
He stopped by the Waffle House about eleven at night, on a Tuesday.
Nobody got a very good look at him, or recognized his car, a green fourdoor Stanza, even though he had local tags.
He never actually came into the restaurant.
We knew who he was, though nobody asked us.
Nobody ever asks, you know?
He just sat in his Stanza for minute or so, and then started it up and
backed out again, as if he’d been sitting there counting his money and didn’t
even have enough for a cup of coffee.
It was a successful three-point turn, everyone noticed, but he stopped at
the top of the driveway anyway.
Backs up like a New Yorker, Phil said.
Like a man, Chris, Dave’s partner said.
Women don’t back up.
Ever?
Not if they can help it.
Backs up like a New Yorker, the Phils said again, wresting the
conversation back.
Another of the Phils’ theories concerned the correlation between car
handling and place of origin. They’d noticed that New Yorkers (or at least
drivers with New York plates on the front of their vehicles) liked to back into
parking spaces, where everyone else pulled in and then backed out as they
were leaving. And then, one time, a driver without any plates on the front of
his car backed in. Phil wouldn’t abandon the theory though.
Excuse me, he said to the patron, once he was seated. Do you mind if I
ask where you’re from?
Where I’m from? the man asked back, flipping his menu card over and
back. Ah, New Orleans, he said, without any trace of a Cajun accent.
Originally? Phil pressed him.
Originally? No. Originally, I’m from New York. Upstate, he added,
reflexively.
Thank you, Phil said, beaming. I’d recommend the steak and eggs, he
added, in an effort to make the connection.
QED.
For two theories at once!
Then Chawser did the unthinkable. He got out of his idling car and pulled
up Agnes’ sign, stashed it in the backseat, got in, and drove off.
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The occupants of the Waffle House could not believe what they
were seeing.
Hah! Rudy the cook called out.
Dave the policeman and an EMT friend happened to be outside chatting
and witnessed the whole thing. Put that down! they yelled, then sounded the
alert. Theft at the WH, they called into their car radios. Suspect headed south
on 98 in green Stanza.
The place emptied. Everyone who owned any kind of vehicle was out the
door and in the chase. The Phils had never seen such a posse.
Kind of an anti-Big Bob, Rudy said. A reverse jubilee. Rudy had never
been entirely overjoyed to
working at the unofficial, off-duty headquarters
of Penelope’s law and order. The way he saw it, the Waffle House was his
domain, from four in the afternoon until midnight, Monday through Friday,
but the LOs, as he called them, had a most annoying habit of trying to assert
their authority. They complained about the jukebox, for one. Said they
couldn’t hear their radios while music was playing, and management conceded
the point, actually replacing the jukebox with a police scanner.
That’s when Scarpete showed up. He’d been driving north on 98, headed
for the interstate, headed away from the eastern shore, trying to avoid reasons
to stop, when the flood of vehicles exiting the Waffle House without yielding
to traffic on the four-lane had almost sideswiped him.
He pulled up the driveway and slid to a stop, dissecting a couple of
parking spaces in the open lot, stomped inside, and demanded, What the hell
was that all about?
Welcome to the Waffle House! the Phils called to him in the otherwise
deserted restaurant.
What are you frowning at? Rudy asked.
What the hell was that? Scarpete asked again, in a foul mood and not
wanting to let go of it.
Stampede.
staying? Rudy said, holding up a menu.
And then the Phils called, Welcome home!, which prompted a
double take.
Scarpete relaxed, nodded his head, and moved toward stool. But Rudy
told him, Can’t sit there. Or there.
Scarpete continued down the length of the counter, looking up to Rudy
to see if the empty seat was actually empty. Rudy had turned back to his
griddle and only glanced over his shoulder and shook his head as Scarpete
moved from stool to stool. When he reached the end of the counter, he asked
the Phils, Do I need a reservation?
On a Tuesday night? they answered. Are you kidding? Here, pull up
a seat.
Coffee? Rudy asked.
Then the Phils proceeded to tell him about the sign and the Big Bob from
Boise story.
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You would have liked Big Bob, they said.
Oh? Scarpete answered, unsure about staying to hear the whole story.
He’d been on his way out of town, away from Alabama for good, and didn’t
want to be side-tracked again.
Tell him, Rudy, the Phils tried. Tell him he would have liked Big Bob.
Kudzu don’t tell no stories, Rudy answered. You gonna eat something?
Try the steak, Phil said.
Unh-uh, Rudy said before Scarpete could respond. No more steak.
No more steak?
No more steak.
That’s another story, another Phil told Scarpete.
What brings you here? another asked.
What it about this town that you have to have a reason to be here?
I was just being polite, Phil said.
It’s another of their theories. Everyone’s got a story, they’ll tell you.
Except Kudzu.
Kudzu?
Everyone except Kudzu.
Someone needs to listen.
Make them feel special.
Something else they picked up from Big Bob.
Something he learned at HP.
Don’t you wish you could have worked there?
And met Bob earlier?
You would have really liked Big Bob, they say to Scarpete again.
Coffee, he says at last, relaxing in his chair, for the moment.
It was a jubilee kind of day, Phil began.
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